Abstract: Active at the height of the apartheid regime, the Eoan Group treated South Africans to operas 'in the true tradition of Italy'. The group relied on elaborate, naturalistic stage settings and the most stereotypical of operatic conventions to construct a hereditary link between itself and Italy, thus creating an alignment with the cultural ideal of Europe and its colonial representative -whiteness. This article offers a materialist reading of the Eoan Group's first operatic endeavour, La traviata in 1956, to argue that their invocation and emulation of the 'Italian tradition' served to situate them within a class-based discourse of racially inscribed civility. Drawing on archival records relating to props, costumes, advertisements and funding, it shows how the group constructed an imagined Italian heritage both to emphasise the quality of their productions, and to create an affinity with their white audiences. In this reading, the construction of an Italian operatic tradition functions not as a neutral aesthetic category, but as a historically situated politics of race and class.
these documents, I argue that the physical dimensions of the group's productions summoned a class-based racial discourse strongly aligned with the politics of coloured aspiration, and that these productions sought to transcend colouredness by evoking sophisticated, white worlds for the Eoan singers and their audiences to inhabit. While Hilde Roos has considered Eoan's rhetoric of authenticity and tradition from the perspective of indigenisation, 10 my article situates the group's aesthetic agenda within an aspirational discourse linking coloured artistry to European, and by extension white, cultural accomplishment. If Roos's analysis seeks to show how the Eoan Group brought Italian opera 'into' South Africa, thus making it a local form, this article aims to do the opposite: rather than reading the Eoan operas as instances of indigenisation-of bringing something in-I want to understand these productions as reaching out, as attempts to transcend the physical (and racial) boundaries of the here and now, and to stretch towards a European ideal.
In what follows, I provide a materialist reading of the Eoan Group's operatic endeavours, thereby linking their staging practices to an aspirationalism grounded not in experiences of collectivity, but rather in the acceptance and normalisation of racial and class divisions. Interrogating the racial implications of naturalistic staging and the 'Italian tradition' in 9 All primary sources cited in this article reside in the Eoan Group Archive, hosted at the Documentation Centre for Music (DOMUS), Stellenbosch University, South Africa. The Eoan Group's complete archive was discovered beneath the stage of the Joseph Stone Theatre in Athlone, Cape Town, in 2010. For more on the discovery of the archive and its subsequent transfer to DOMUS, see Hilde Roos, 'Remembering to Forget', 5-6. 10 Roos, 'Indigenisation and History: How Opera in South Africa Became South African Opera'. Acta Academica Supplementum 2012 (2012), 117-55. Hilde Roos conducted the first exhaustive survey of the material in the Eoan Group Archive, which remains uncatalogued. She was also a steering member of the Eoan History Project, which conducted a series of interviews with former members, extracts from which have been published as Eoan: Our Story (eds. Hilde Roos and Wayne Muller, Johannesburg, 2013), and as a film entitled An Inconsolable Memory (dir. Aryan Kaganof, Johannesburg, 2013). Roos's own publications have done much to reconstruct the history of the group ('Remembering to Forget', 2014), to situate them within the broader history of South African opera production, and to investigate the role their activities played in the subsequent adoption of opera as an indigenous South African art form ('Indigenisation and History', 2012). I am grateful for the generosity with which she has shared her own knowledge of the archive. In the current text, I have not been able to take account of Roos's monograph, The La Traviata Affair: Opera in the Age of Apartheid (Berkeley, 2018), which was published after this article went to press; instead, I engage with Roos's previously published work. The group's stage designs were as elaborate as their costumes. The props list for Act 1, for instance, reveals a preoccupation with the minutiae of staging that borders on caricature.
Some of these items will be familiar from their association with specific group members; others, like the four dozen full dining sets, were rented from a commercial supplier: Trestle Tables   5 Small Tables   1 Sofa   7 Chairs (Golden) for Principals 30 Chairs for Chorus (Ornate) 2 Large Table Cloths for Trestle Tables   5 Table Cloths Reproduced with Permission.
Italian heritage, together with that of Rota and (at a generational remove) Manca, added a veneer of authenticity to the group's claim that they presented their operas in the Italian tradition.
Constructing a past: the 'Italian tradition'
The idea of 'tradition' was a trope throughout Eoan's performance career. In publicity material for their opera seasons, great care was taken to emphasise fidelity to an Italian operatic heritage.
Manca's essay 'Introduction to Opera', published in Eoan programmes during the 1950s and 60s, emphasised that the group's members were 'singing and acting in the true tradition of Italy, the country of the birth of Opera where it has become part of the natural life of the people'. 28 Calls for private and government financial support also stressed the group's claims to an Italian tradition, notably when they put out a call for public subscription with the claim that 'it was the music section that first aroused world-wide interest in the activities of Eoan, by its presentation of Italian Opera, sung in the original language and performed in the traditional Italian manner'.
29
Likewise, publicity material for opera seasons underlined the authenticity of production designs.
Advance publicity for the 1962 season, for instance, stated that 'special period furniture has been designed and made, adding authenticity to the production [of La traviata]', while the costumes for Madama Butterfly during the same season were described as follows: 'Special new costumes have been designed and made, no expense has been spared in their creation, which is as authentic as is possible to make'. 30 The repeated references to authenticity, veracity and tradition in these Italian operatic tradition functions not as a neutral aesthetic attribute, but as a historically and geographically situated construct, both racialised and classed. 35 Roos, 'Indigenisation and History', 128-9. 36 The PhD dissertation in which Roos first reconstructed the Eoan Group's history is entitled 'Opera Production in the Western Cape: Strategies in Search of Indigenization'.
Excess and grandeur: constructing class
The Eoan Group's claim to an Italian tradition represented the first, crucial step in setting up a direct link between their productions and those in Europe. This link was further promoted by the material aspects of the group's productions. The stagings were more than physical settings for the singers: they functioned as symbolically charged sites of interaction and association between the players, their public and the distinct worlds they occupied.
Returning to the props list for the opening act of Eoan's 1956 Traviata, the first impression is of overload. Not satisfied merely with suggesting a realistic dining experience, for which half a dozen place settings would have been sufficient, the production's designers insisted on a full set of crockery and cutlery for each of the forty-eight singers on stage. Carefully counted out, these items suggest that the Eoan artists, rather than performing the simulacrum of a dinner party, were gathered on the City Hall stage to partake in an actual feast. the sake of being there, they emphasise both their own artifice and the artifice of their staged environment. In the case of the Eoan Traviata, however, the opposite seems to be true. The selfreferentiality of the staging served to create a link between stage world and real world, albeit not a world that was real for the Eoan members. Their stage experience arguably did not constitute a sense of reality for the performers: it instead propelled them into a world normally denied them.
The grandeur evoked on stage clearly referenced a lifestyle reserved for the affluent classes of white South Africa. That these individuals were perceived to be the main supporters of Eoan's operatic endeavours was reflected explicitly in the advertising on the group's playbills.
Promoting a variety of luxury goods, from fine silverware to liquor, 41 these insets not only targeted a public of privilege and sophisticated taste, but also projected these qualities onto the audience. As Mark Gauntlett argues, theatre programme advertisements 'work to confirm the reader's membership of a group whose social standing and cultural disposition place him or her above the everyday and the common'. 42 In other words, people who attend theatre productions and read their programmes are distinguished, and the advertisements they encounter are designed to emphasise their status. The advertisements extended beyond merely peddling goods, and served to create a public -one in possession of money, sophistication and class.
A figurehead for this public was the fur-clad woman gracing the full-page Morris Oxford advertisement in the 1956 Arts Festival Programme (Figure 4 ). Coiffed and bejewelled, she smiles on the arm of a man in evening dress. They have 'arrived', the advertisement proclaimspresumably at the opera, judging by the words 'A fine performance…' arranged along the top of the page -but also in life: 41 What was to be experienced here was not only the authentic production of Italian opera, but also the authentic reconstruction of the world of privilege and grandeur associated with opera and whiteness. The playbills espoused a world of affluence and envy that was both real and imaginary: real for the white elite that frequented the Eoan Group's operas, and imaginary for the singers who interacted with this world on stage. Hence, the staging served both to alienate and to unite: the elaborate detail of the productions -simultaneously conjuring realism and fantasy -supported the inhabiting of a white world by the coloured bodies of the Eoan singers. Initiating for coloureds 'an era of knowledge and culture hitherto unknown', the production of La traviata, Manca proclaimed, signalled a decisive step towards European civilisation. The allcoloured presentation of an Italian opera confirmed that coloureds were capable of participating in 'white culture', and that they were firmly on their way towards reaching Western levels of development. Manca's stipulation that the 'entertainment value' of the group's first operatic endeavour was 'incidental to the real purpose of this venture' highlights, yet again, the fact that the vision they mounted at City Hall was not simply an instance of spectacle for its own sake.
First savouring 'the higher things of life' on stage, the Eoan singers' 'cultural progress' would ensure that they'd soon be enjoying these luxuries in real life too. Within the politically charged atmosphere of apartheid South Africa, the 'whitemindedness' of the Eoan Group's operatic offering, combined with the patronising nature of the reviews printed in the white media, was bound to generate controversy. While a detailed discussion of the political reception of Eoan's first La traviata is beyond the scope of this article, a few words on the fallout from this event and its stylisation in the white media will be useful.
Shortly after the premiere, the group received a letter from the Coloured People's Organisation (CPO), an anti-apartheid movement based in the Western Cape. CPO's administration, the letter states, had become aware of the fact that the Eoan Group had received funding from the apartheid government's controversial Department for Coloured Affairs, and that the group had subsequently agreed to put on a 'whites-only' performance for dignitaries, cabinet ministers and other 'prominent racialists'. 59 In a stern rebuke, the letter determines that 'the whole idea reminds one of the slave period when the farmers hired Coloureds to perform for them, their masters', and assured the group that 'all advanced and progressive people bowed their heads in shame when you performed follow[ing] the footsteps of your slave forefathers'. Finally, it expresses 'hope that, when the same situation arises in the future, you will consider it in the light of this letter and be prepared to uphold the dignity of people struggling for emancipation' by refusing to perform. Despite its objections, the CPO nonetheless recognised the apparent value of the Eoan Group's operatic endeavour, opening its communiqué with a word of acknowledgement: by the press towards the Eoan Group, before launching an attack on the group itself, likening its activities to 'Coon Opera' and identifying in them no less than a cultural inferiority complex:
We do not share the amazement the columns of the daily press oozed out over the recent production of Italian opera by a so called 'All Coloured Cast'. We are not surprised that human beings can sing, dance, and act.
How ever the undoubted enthusiasm of both the performance and the majority of the audience for 'La Traviata' is an [index] of the cultural starvation and hunger of the majority of the people, cut off as they are by apartheid and poverty from the best in art and culture.
It is precisely this cultural starvation of the mass of the people that has tricked them into accepting Eoan's La Traviata as a step towards their cultural aspirations. In the same way a man driven by a burning thirst will drink at a sewer for the sake of life itself. 
